THE  DAY   OF  THE   XOUMEAX	185
year round. When the word goes round that a Loyalty
boat is in, a crowd soon gathers in expectation at the wharf,
.and the bunches of taro, great stalks of bananas and plantains,
bamboo baskets of ignames, and bundles of sugar cane are
sold as soon as they reach the wharves.
The traveller in New Caledonia has to rise with the
marketers, for Messageries Automobiles, which provide
practically the only road transport service to the interior,
arrange for their ears to leave Noumea at 5-80 a.m. so that
the 30-odd kilometres of their daily run along the east or
west coast can be comfortably accomplished'—and still allow
their clients a short midday siesta. I was very impressed by
the democracy of the New Caledonian motor service. Seats
-are allotted strictly in accordance with the order in which
they were booked, regardless of the rank, race or colour of
the voyager.
My first trip by Messageries Automobiles was to La Foa,
.and on the morning arranged for my departure I arrived
a few minutes before 5-80 a.m., and as no one was in the
service bus, I clambered aboard to secure the best seat.
Within a few minutes an official politely requested me to
leave the car and join the crowd waiting on the kerb. Soon
after another official armed with a sheet of paper appeared
and began to read out from a list of names. As each name
was called a passenger stepped forward, pointed out his
baggage to a pair of waiting natives, and after seeing them
.safely pack it away, climbed into the seat allotted him. We
were a mixed crowd. Some were obviously tourists like
myself, others were returning to the interior after a holiday
in the metropolis.
Seated behind me at a window seat was a little Javanese
boy, whose mother wept over him as she fixed his beret more
firmly over his black hair. A couple of elderly English
ladies climbed in, and seeing no more window seats available,
motioned imperiously to the little Javanese to get over into
the back seat and make way for them—not caring that he
would see nothing from the back. Through the glass screen,
the Javanese mother shook her head at the little fellow, and

